Abolition
and the
Nordic

Transatlantic slavery
and the fraces of resistance

Edifed )Y
Asa Bharathi Larsson
& Sam Holmqvist

Sodertorns hogskola



L/ /4

Trycksak
3041 0865

O)

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Internationell (CC BY 4.0)
Images may be subject to individual copyright

Sodertorns hogskola
(Sodertorn University)
Biblioteket
SE-141 89 Huddinge

www.sh.se/publications
© The Authors

Cover: Jonathan Robson
Layout: Per Lindblom & Jonathan Robson

Printed by E-Print, Stockholm 2026

Sodertérn Academic Studies 105
ISSN 1650-433X

ISBN 978-91-89962-78-1 (print)

ISBN 978-91-89962-79-8 (digital)



What You Miss While Looking at Miss Daisy

Langston Hughes and Nordic Colonial Imaginaries

Sélveig Asta Sigurdardéttir

From anchored alien ships—
You do not know the fog

We so strange so-civilized ones
Sail in always.

Langston Hughes, ‘African Fog’

[T]he abolition I speak of somehow, perhaps magically, resists
division from class

struggle and also refuses all other kinds of power difference
combinations

that when fatally coupled, spark new drives for abolition.
Abolition is a totality and it is ontological.

Ruth Wilson Gilmore, ‘What is to be Done?’

In 1926, poet, playwright, and central thinker of the New
Negro Renaissance, Langston Hughes published two impor-
tant texts on Nordic imaginaries and colonial legacies, with
specific reference to colonialism in and through the Nordic
region. His groundbreaking essay, “The Negro Artist and the
Racial Mountain’, was published in The Nation where Hughes
visualises for the reader how the figure, Nordic, serves as a refe-
rence point for whiteness which rearticulates colonial violence
as normative in U.S. culture.! To communicate the structure
and effect of whiteness and its temporal representation
through Nordic imaginaries, Hughes turns to a metaphor of
whiteness as a mountain - a significant, visible, physical pre-
sence. Explaining the constitutive elements of the mountain to
his readers, he identifies how whiteness has come to be equated

! See figure 1.1.
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ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC

with neutrality in the United States and used, in turn, to for-
mulate distinctions between what is and is not part of the
norm. Of this, he writes,

In the North they go to white theatres and movies. And in the
South they have at least two cars and house ‘like white folks.’
Nordic manners, Nordic faces, Nordic hair, Nordic art (if any),
and an Episcopal heaven. A very high mountain indeed for the
would-be racial artist to climb in order to discover himself and
his people.?

Hughes urges the reader to contemplate the physical presence
of whiteness and neutrality as ‘a very high mountain indeed’.
In so doing, the reader identifies the physical labour needed to
climb mountains and the strength demanded for every step.
All this effort — physical, mental, and visionary force - is
required of the ‘would-be racial artists’ seeking a place for self-
discovery and hoping to find ‘his people’ within a world whose
socio-cultural topography is marred by the equation whiteness
and neutrality. Hughes’ re-envisioning of whiteness as a refe-
rent to/for a ‘Nordic” culture whose character resembles a
mountain takes to task the logic of invisibility that underwrites
whiteness, its nature, and its perception as a slippery force.
Published in the same year in the journal The Messenger is
the short story “The Young Glory of Him’, which depicts vio-
lent labour conditions aboard the oil tanker West Illana, a ship
delivering goods and missionaries from New York to the
Caribbean and West Africa.’ Onboard, the protagonist, a

% Langston Hughes, ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” The Portable
Harlem Renaissance Reader, edited David Levering Lewis, (Penguin Group, 1995),
92.

® Christian Scandinavian missionary societies have a long historical network of
movements from Scandinavia to various African countries often via the United
States. The Norwegian Missionary Society is believed to have sent over a thousand
missionaries to various African countries over a 150-year period. The Church of
Sweden sent missionaries to the Congo, Eritrea, Southern Africa. Lennart Wohl-
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WHAT YOU MISS WHILE LOOKING AT MISS DAISY

young butler, watches as the white woman, Daisy, falls for the
Danish sailor, Eric Gynt, resulting in her heartbreak and sui-
cide. The story culminates in the protagonist destroying evi-
dence of Daisy’s affair with Gynt to protect her image and
innocence. In the short story Hughes’s deployment of the term
Nordic moves beyond racial structures in the United States
and encapsulates a Danish sailor, Daisy and her parents, a
missionary couple.

In both texts, ‘Nordic’ becomes a marker of a rearticulated
whiteness. It is an imaginary that encompasses both ethnic
origins, as in the case of the sailor Eric, and a racial marker that
materialises in socio-legal structures as whiteness in the United
States through the New England missionary family that
Hughes later described as Nordic. In his autobiography, Big
Sea, Hughes revisits these accounts and describes the mission-
ary as a central agent of the colonial and capitalist enterprise,
and how the only passengers aboard the ship, aside from the
crew, were Nordic.* The short story focuses on the young,
Nordic, Daisy, whose death is caused by the Danish sailor, Eric
Gynt, exemplifying the gendered and racial violence enacted
on board freight ships crossing the Atlantic.’ But read together
with Hughes’s analysis of whiteness, we encounter a rich study
of how cultural symbols and narrative are conditioned by
colonial structures and how Nordic imaginaries offer valence
to the attachment between whiteness and citizenship in the
United States. The mountain of whiteness Hughes described in
his article, made up of ‘Nordic manners, Nordic faces, Nordic
hair, Nordic art (if any),” is symbolised in the short story

gemuth, Nordic Countries and Africa - Old and New Relations, (Nordic Africa
Institute, 2002), 34-35.

* Langston Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, 102.

5 The narrator’s emphasis on caring for Daisy echoes how the literary scholar Nicole
Waligora-Davis describes depictions of white women’s bodies as ‘a metonym for
America. Caring for Daisy is embedded in the national project of the United States.”
Nicole Waligora-Davis, ‘Riotous Discontent: Ralph Ellison’s ‘Birth of a Nation,
Modern Fiction Studies 50 (Summer 2004): 398.
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ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC

through Nordic characters participating in contemporary
colonial extraction.

The narrative cartography that Hughes offers in these texts
documents the continuation of colonialism through national
border legislation and transatlantic economic exploitation.
These two texts were published only two years after the passing
of the Immigration Act of 1924, the culmination of the work
of a host of international actors, scientists, and policy makers,
who deployed narratives of Nordic imaginaries to rearticulate
citizenship in the United States.® The legislative privileging of
individuals from the Nordic region to the United States coin-
cided with an introduction of surveillance technologies, such
as bureaucratic documentation to limit immigration from
regions outside northern Europe.” I situate Hughes’s writing of
Nordic characters and symbols within these historical develop-
ments of U.S. citizenship. Furthermore, I approach whiteness
as both a legislative and symbolic marker of property, and
white supremacy as the continuing investment in that struc-
ture. Following Cheryl I Harris’s analysis of ‘whiteness as pro-
perty’ I read for the shifting articulations of whiteness through
Nordic imaginaries:

© The Immigration Act of 1924 issued a ban against anyone from the ‘Asiatic Barred
Zone’ and privileged Northern European subjects. Immigration’, Congressional
Record-Senate, 68-1, June 5th, 11170, 1924, accessed July 30th, 2022. (Text from
Congressional Record Permanent Digital Collection).

7 Recent years have seen an increase in studies on the history of Nordic colonialism
and on the afterlives of the transatlantic slave trade in the region. This shift has been
made possible by Sami, Indigenous, Black and feminist scholars in the region who
have documented the historical thread of resistance against Nordic colonialism in the
Nordic region and globally. Eva Maria Fjellheim, ‘Through our stories we resist:
decolonial perspective on south Saami history, indigeneity and rights’, Indigenous
Knowledges and the Sustainable Development Agenda, (Routledge, 2020),
McEachrane, Michael, Afro-Nordic Landscapes: Equality and Race in Northern
Europe, (Routledge Press, 2014). Oda-Kange Midtvage Diallo, Bontu Lucie Guschke,
Elizabeth Léwe Hunter, Iram Khawaja, Jin Hui Li, Lene Myong, Mira C. Skadegérd
and Ferruh Yilmaz, ‘Research and education on racism in Denmark: The state of the
field - and where to from there?’ Kvinder, Kon & Forskning 2, (2023)
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WHAT YOU MISS WHILE LOOKING AT MISS DAISY

Even though the law is neither uniform nor explicit in all
instances, in protecting settled expectations based on white
privilege, American law has recognized a property interest in
whiteness that, although unacknowledged, now forms the
background against which legal disputes are framed, argued,
and adjudicated.’

Harris details the legal investments in securing the rights of the
white population as both symbolic and material property,
which, through colonialism, continued with transatlantic rela-
tions. White supremacy is a social structure, predicated on eco-
nomic hegemony expressed through and grounded in property
rights, and ‘a right to exclude’’ Securing white supremacy
requires constant rearticulations of whiteness and its exclu-
sionary tactics. At the beginning of the twentieth century the
authors of the New Negro Renaissance documented and
analysed the political impact of eugenicists on legal, social, and
cultural spheres, and critiqued their deployment of Nordic
imaginaries as a new articulation of whiteness.

While scholars have analysed Hughes’s writing on the cri-
tiques of globalisation and anticolonial solidarity, his analysis
of Nordic colonialism and the impact of Nordic imaginaries on
U.S. culture have received less attention. I bring Hughes’s two
texts from 1926 together to show his approaches to educate
readers to recognise the legacies of transatlantic colonialism
from the Nordic region to the United States. His writing
modelled what Ruth Wilson Gilmore describes as the work of
sparking the abolitionist drive to resist categorical division of
struggle, through location or history.' While in his 1926 article

8 Cheryl L. Harris, ‘Whiteness as Property’, Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (1993):
1714.

® Cheryl L. Harris, ‘Whiteness as Property’, Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (1993):
1714

10 While the term abolition is often associated with anti-slavery movements of the
19th century Atlantic world, abolitionism in its current usage in political movements
of the 21st century refers to a transnational movement against the legacy of the
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he utilised the symbol of the racial mountain to describe how
whiteness is articulated as that which is neutral or objective.
Through his short story he extrapolates the transatlantic
impact of the term ‘Nordic’ by situating the story in the on-
going history of colonialism, on board a freight ship travelling
between Denmark, the U.S., the Caribbean, and West Africa, a
movement that places the history of colonialism through the
Nordic region at the centre of U.S. legacies of transatlantic
slavery. Hughes deploys the symbol of the innocent Nordic
woman to analyse the attachment between whiteness and citi-
zenship.

Resisting Fragmentation: Transatlantic Legacies
of Nordic Colonialism

From his poetry, critical essays, short stories and novels
Hughes documented and analysed white supremacist logics of
citizenship, European colonial extraction settler colonial for-
mulations of property in the United States." The development
of global capitalism in the late 19" and early 20" century wit-
nessed new legal frameworks for old practices, what Saidiya
Hartman describes as ‘the afterlives of slavery’, the continual
impact of the ranking of human life brought forth by the
transatlantic slave trade, materialising in ‘skewed life chances,
limited access to health and education, premature death,
incarceration, impoverishment’ of Black people in the modern

transatlantic slave trade to this day which extends far beyond legal and nation-state
frameworks of abolition, representing the far-reaching structural effects of the system
of slavery to this day. See Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition,
(Yale University Press, 2017).

"' Arnold Rampersad, David Roessel and Christa Frantoro, Selected Letters of
Langston Hughes, (Alfred A. Knopf, 2015). See for example Isabel Soto’s discussion
of how Hughes’s writing deciphers the relationship between northern European
powers and Spanish and Portuguese ‘colonial and racial practices’. Isabel Soto, ‘Black
Atlantic (Dis)Entanglements: Langston Hughes, Richard Wright, and Spain,
Zeitschrift fur Anglistik und Amerikanistik 65, no. 2, (2017): 203-217.
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WHAT YOU MISS WHILE LOOKING AT MISS DAISY

world.” The literary theorist Babacar M’Baye situates Hughes
alongside W.E.B. Du Bois and other Black authors whose work
hosts a rich analysis of the expansive impact of European colo-
nialism and a ‘cosmopolitan’ solidarity with Black people.
Hughes’s travel narratives are part of his anticolonial critique
as they detail the economic and sexual abuse that colonial
empires enacted in West Africa and the Caribbean. Of
Hughes’s anticolonial Black cosmopolitanism, M’Baye writes:

Hughes’s travel writings [...] reflect the trifocal nature of his
black cosmopolitanism. These narratives are a discourse
against colonialism in Africa, an eyewitness account of life in
early colonial port-towns in West Africa, and a treatise on the
parallel racial bigotry that colonialism and slavery brought on
the lives of Africans. These accounts reflect Hughes™ use of
literature as a means to denounce European merchants and
colonials who contradicted cosmopolitanism by denying
human rights, justice, and equality to Africans.

As M’Baye identifies, Hughes’s body of work entails different
attempts to bear witness to the afterlives of slavery in the vio-
lence Hughes himself witnessed when working on steamships
and how he deployed fiction as a site to build transnational
solidarity."

Here, reading together the two 1926 texts is key. In his essay
on the ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial mountain’, Hughes
draws the reader’s attention to ‘Nordic’ as a specific element in

12 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007), 6.

13 Babacar M’Baye, ‘Cosmopolitan Critiques of Colonial Abuse in Langston Hughes’s
African Travel Writings’, South Atlantic Review 83, no. 1, (2018), 17.

!4 Nordic references and either celebration or critique of the attachment between
whiteness and Nordic imaginaries were prevalent in the works of influential U.S.
authors such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nella Larsen, Willa Cather and others. The
feminist critic Annette Kolodny has analysed the early twentieth century United
States as a period of obsession with the Nordic region and the potential to rebrand
whiteness and citizenship through Nordic references. See Annette Kolodny, In
Search of First Contact: The Vikings of Vinland, the Peoples of the Dawnland, and the
Anglo-American Anxiety of Discovery. (Duke University Press, 2012.)
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this coupling of whiteness with neutrality to describe a com-
plex system of racialisation that centralises whiteness, not only
in legal and political spaces, but also in art and cultural spheres.

However, in the short story the reader encounters the
power of the normative through literary symbols, most impor-
tantly the innocent ‘Daisy’ with a reference to Fitzgerald’s
influential character, Daisy Buchanan in in The Great Gatsby
(1925), who is incidentally described as Nordic in the novel by
her eugenicist enthusiast husband Tom Buchanan.’s Hughes
deepens his transatlantic literary analysis by adding a reference
to the 19 century Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen’s Peer
Gynt (1867). This is an allusion that juxtaposes two travel nar-
ratives with influential male characters, Ibsen’s Peer Gynt
departing from the Norwegian mountains to North Africa and
Hughes’s Eric Gynt from Copenhagen to Dakar in ‘The Young
Glory of Him’.'* Through reference to Ibsen’s work, Eric Gynt
comes to embody a celebrated trope of European travel lite-
rature, a recognisable, and satirised, figure whose masculinity
is embedded in his ability to conquer challenges, e.g. enemies,
lovers or environments presented as exotic or a desirable
‘other’.’” The narrator of the short story describes how Eric
Gynt’s actions while crossing the Atlantic have earned him the
nickname ‘Lady Killer’ among his fellow workers on board.

15 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 1925. See also, Sinéad Moynihan, ‘Beautiful
White Girlhood?: Daisy Buchanan in Nella Larsen’s Passing, African American
Review (47) No. 1, 2014: 37-49.

16 Tn Hughes’s autobiography he describes seeing Ibsen’s work at the theatre shortly
after arriving back in New York from his tour on the freight ship. He writes: ‘It was
Ibsen’s Lady from the Sea, in Italian. (I Kept wishing it was a real Italian play instead
of a Scandinavian drama performed in Italian before an American crowd)’. Langston
Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, (Hill and Wang, 1940), 131.
17 In Dangerous Creole Liaisons, Jacqueline Couti describes white middle-class
American readers’ constant consumption of travel narratives from the Global South
and how writers were sent to the Caribbean ‘to satisfy the hunger for exoticism
among middle-class Americans’. Jacqueline Couti, Dangerous Creole Liaisons,
Sexuality and Nationalism in French Caribbean Discourses from 1806 to 1897,
(Liverpool University Press, 2016), 128.
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WHAT YOU MISS WHILE LOOKING AT MISS DAISY

While sailing towards Dakar, Eric Gynt shares tales of his
collection of ‘souvenirs’ from across the Atlantic:

‘T got a box of souvenirs, and letters, and pictures from damn
near every girl I ever knew anywhere.” He took up a long card-
board box and opened it. ‘See this little jeweled dagger. I took it
away from a girl in San Isidiro Street in Havana.” Roars of
laughter. Score of vulgar jibes. ‘And see this red silk stocking. A
burlesque dame in New York found it missing when I left one
morning.” Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Some lover the boy was! ‘My first
girl in Copenhagen gave me this bit of hair. I was sixteen then.
Just started to sea.” And he held up a bunch of flaxen curls tied
with a blue ribbon.'®

The young butler recites the Lady Killer’s account and situates
the reader within the collective listening to the story of women
souvenirs. Each story connects claim of women with the
conquest of land. From Copenhagen to New York, Havana to
Dakar, Hughes draws up the path of Eric Gynt’s collection that
connects the Middle Passage with a route between the United
States and the Nordic Region, while the narrator’s account of
Eric’s storytelling implicates the reader in the response of
laughter to descriptions of cruelty and conquest.

‘Nordic’ and Bureaucratic Surveillance

Hughes’s transnational, transregional writing of critique and
solidarity speak to Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s abolitionist organis-
ing as the ‘movement to end systemic violence, including the

18 Langston Hughes, “The Young Glory of Him’, Short Stories: Langston Hughes, ed.
Akiba Sullivan Harper, (Hill and Wang, 1996), 10-16.

19 Middle Passage refers to the route taken by European enslavers who transported
10-12 million captured people from West Africa across the Atlantic, little less than a
third of whom were children. During the 2-3 month long torturous journey scholars
estimate that around 2 million people were killed by abhorrent conditions, diseases
and cruelty on board the ships. David Eltis, ‘The Middle Passage’. Slave Voyages
Database. Accessed Nov 23, 2023, https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/essays
#interpretation/overview-trans-atlantic-slave-trade/the-middle-passage/6/en/.
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interpersonal vulnerabilities and displacements that keep the
system going’.>* Hughes wrote “Young Glory of Him’ only a few
years after the United States took over the colonisation of the
Virgin Islands, following Denmark’s colonial reign on the
islands and in a moment of significant U.S. imperial expan-
sion.?! His engagement with Nordic imaginaries at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century extends from literary symbols to
the circulation of eugenicist rhetoric in bureaucratic docu-
ments.

In 1923, Hughes was a crew member on West Hesseltine, a
freight ship en-route to Caribbean and West African ports
from New York City. In his 1940 biography The Big Sea, he
writes about how the international crew’s employment was
precarious. Shipping port documents show how meticulously
their background information was documented upon depar-
ture and arrival in the United States. Crewmembers and pas-
sengers were listed with varying information regarding posi-
tion, race, nationality, literacy, height, and weight, all informa-
tion he deployed in his fictional writing. The level of detailed
information about each passenger is part of the surveillance of
citizenship and how freight ships were an essential site for
documenting data on the U.S. labour force at the beginning of
the twentieth century.? Langston Hughes’ own experience as a
labourer on the freight ship West Hesseltine allowed him to

0 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, ‘Foreword’ to Dan Berger, The struggle within: Prisons,
Political Prisoners and Mass Movements in the United States (Kersplebedeb Publish-
ing, 2014): vii- xi.

21 The United States’ purchase of the Danish Virgin Islands epitomises a central
moment in the development of U.S. imperialism; the United States deemed the
islands an essential fuel site for U.S. steamships en route to West Africa. The purchase
of the Virgin Islands strengthened the diplomatic relationship between Denmark and
the United States as both countries supported the border expansion of the other, the
United States’ towards the Caribbean and Denmark’s expansion over Greenland.
Charles Callan Tansill, The Purchase of the Danish West Indies, (Greenwood Press.
1968), 164.

22 John P. Jackson and Nadine M. Weidman, ‘The Origins of Scientific Racism,” The
Journal of Blacks in Higher Education 50 (2005): 76.
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encounter the bureaucratic documentation of ‘Nordic’ indi-
viduals he depicts in the short story, and the circulation of
labourers, missionaries, and natural resources through freight
ships travelling from West Africa to Europe and the United
States.”

Narrative Pedagogy and Witnessing Violence

In the short story, ‘Young Glory of Him’, Hughes utilises
numerous voices on board to express hierarchies of impor-
tance. Hughes narrates the short story from the perspective of
a butler aboard the West Illana who has access to numerous
private spaces on board and off the ship. Most significant is the
narrator’s position as a witness and his struggle with respond-
ing to the violence he encounters on board: in the sailors’
description of sexual violence; in the missionaries’ discussion
of the need for civilising projects in Africa, and on land when
the sailors go out and exploit women and girls.* The butler
never intervenes, objects or resists the violence he encounters
except in the final scenes when he destroys Daisy’s journal and
with it the evidence of the Ladykiller’s treatment of her. This
narrator moves between the crewmembers’ intimate social
spaces where Eric Gynt tells stories of having a ‘box of sou-
venirs’ of women; to the passenger space where the captain tells
the missionaries on board that they are doing the Lord’s work;
and to Daisy’s private journal, which the butler shares with the

2 Documents from Hughes’s employment on freight ships reveal how crew members
were registered according to nationality, race, literacy and other factors in which
Nordic and Scandinavian were listed. The freight ships in Hughes’s autobiography
he refers to the ship as S.S. Malone and in “The Young Glory of Him” he calls the ship
West Illana. Throughout the essay I will refer to the ship in accordance with Hughes’s
deployment in each text. See figure 1.2 and 1.3 for detailed documentation of crew
on the freight ship that Hughes worked on in 1923.

2% In his autobiography he describes identical scenes as in the short story. There he
reflects on the horror of witnessing the sexual violence that the men working on the
freight ships enacted against children in West Africa, and the shame of not being able
to stop it from happening. Langston Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston
Hughes, 108.
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reader. Eric Gynt’s collection of women souvenirs exposes the
story’s representation of racial and gendered hierarchies
through the special mention of a blond lock of hair and the
reader’s access to only Daisy’s inner thoughts. At the beginning
of the narrative Hughes utilises the moment of laughter to
implicate both the butler and the reader into celebrating vio-
lence, but throughout the text the reader follows the butler’s
increasing distress over what he bears witness to on the ship.

Finding Daisy’s diary, the narrator realises that the shy,
unattractive Daisy has fallen in love with the immoral sailor on
board - the Danish ‘lady-killer’, Eric Gynt. ‘I always dreamed
of being loved by a sailor. And he is truly wonderful. His hair
is all golden and curly and he says he never loved any girl
before’, the narrator reads in Daisy’s diary, a discovery that im-
mediately transforms into concern for the reserved teenager.”
The narrator’s account of Daisy’s fascination with Eric Gynt’s
hair marks Hughes’s second mention of hair in relation to a
character described as Nordic, and read together with his
article published in the same year we encounter a third men-
tioning. Read against his essay of the same year, where he
identifies how the mountain of white supremacy is made up of
manners, faces, hair, and art, we can see how Hughes identified
hair as having an intrinsic value within the economy of white
supremacy at the beginning of the twentieth century. Through
Eric’s box of souvenirs Hughes emphasises the value of hair,
how it represents the biological features of whiteness, which
were granted value under colonialism. The blond lock of hair
represents economic value, property, and access to citizenship
in the United States but also across the Atlantic.

The narrator quickly outlines for the reader the radical
discrepancy between Daisy’s fantasies of Eric and the beha-
viours that the sailors aboard the West Illana conduct both at
sea and on land. Hughes’s plot unfolds within this dialectic -

25 Langston Hughes, ‘The Young Glory of Him’, 10-16.

148



WHAT YOU MISS WHILE LOOKING AT MISS DAISY

Daisy’s vulnerable innocence and Eric’s unquenchable exploit-
tative impulses — while the freight ship company’s practiced
exploitation of people and land serves as the environmental
backdrop. Deploying the form of Daisy’s diary and the con-
fessional writing style of the narrator, Hughes privileges the
interiority of the narrator, who is himself implicated in pro-
tecting the inner thoughts and desires of a shy and vulnerable
Daisy. The narrator bridges the gap between the personal
expressions Daisy details in her diary and the conversations
among sailors, whose private remarks are accessible to the
reader precisely because of the narrator’s access to their com-
munity. Quoting sailors, ship captains, missionaries, and
Daisy, Hughes shows the West Illana as an operative agent of
U.S. imperialism, facilitating its expansion and increasing the
resources of the nation-state via economic exploitation of West
African countries.”

Laughter and the ‘Dissolution of the Self’

In the short story Hughes uses laughter to produce discomfort
and dissolution in two distinct moments. While his essay
deployed the mountain to describe the metaphor of whiteness
as neutral, his short story exemplifies a different rhetorical
strategy. There, he pairs laughter and romantic depictions of
the environment with descriptions of violence, like the nar-
rator’s response to Eric Gynt’s description of souvenirs of
women, ‘Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Some lover the boy was’. Read with
insight from Jacqueline Couti’s analysis of authorial use of
laughter in depictions of sexual violence, Hughes’s repeated
use of laughter in the story emerges as a strategy to evoke a
horrific response in the reader, shocking her into action. As

26 On this he would later reflect in his autobiography, ‘We paid very little for the
labour. We paid but little more for the things we took away. The white man domi-
nates Africa. He takes produce, and lives, very much as he chooses. The yield of earth
for Europe and America. The yield of men for Europe’s colonial armies.” Langston
Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, 102.
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Jacqueline Couti describes, authors use laughter as a strategy
to provoke ‘dissolution of self’ .’ The reader is made to witness
horror; brutal racial and gendered violence, and the pairing of
horror and beauty is meant to have a transformative effect of
dissolution on the reader. Hughes heightens the sense of shock
by making the narrator, the reader’s guide through the social
spheres of the ship, morally unreliable. The narrator is a repre-
sentative of the racialized structures that dictate whose death
the reader is to grieve.

In the text’s second moment of laughter the reader wit-
nesses the sailors on the port. There, Hughes merges descript-
tions of the environment with depictions of music rising to the
stars with laughter and seamen enjoying themselves, while
women are subjected to violence, resulting in a collective har-
monious sound that rises to the stars:

‘Bravo!’ yelled the French girls. ‘Hee! Hee! Hee!’ cried the little
African Ladies. ‘Horray!” shouted the drunken seamen. And the
noise of falling glasses, laughter, applause, women’s voices,
ironic music rose to the stars.?

Hughes’s repeated use of laughter throughout the text — from
the crew’s responses to Eric Gynt’s stories of his women sou-
venirs to the women of Dakar, whom the narrator describes as
continually laughing at the sailors’ behaviour - is a narrative
device that implicates the reader in the depiction of horrific
pleasure appearing in the text. What is the sound of laughter
rising to the stars? What is the role of laughter in the pleasure
economy of which the Port of Dakar is a vital part? Holding a
mirror up to the reader, Hughes makes her witness the brutal
legacies of colonialism.

Hughes places the reader alongside the narrator in place of
witness and implicates her in the narrator’s anxieties regarding

¥ Jacqueline Couti, Sex, Sea, and Self: Sexuality and Nationalism in French Caribbean
Discourses 1924-1948 (Liverpool University Press: 2021), 313.
*Ibid, 16.
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the normalisation of violence, both on and off the ship. The
reader is implicated in the normative structures of white supre-
macy, and they must become disillusioned with the normalisa-
tion of colonial structures. One key example of that is how
despite witnessing sexual violence against West African girls
and women in ports along the way, when Eric Gynt describes
his box of souvenirs and when the sailors leave the ship to seek
young girls, Hughes’s butler seems to remain fixated on only
one specific moment of violence - the loss of Daisy and her
innocence - and the grieving of her passing. The strategy that
underlies Hughes’s writing entails the following: to present a
dull and timid Nordic woman and exemplify how the narrator
and all those aboard the ship are committed to her protection,
to describe how sailors on board brutally use West African
women and girls as fuel, and finally to leave the reader with a
narrator who is most concerned about protecting Daisy’s
image and keeping the Nordic missionary parents’ worldview
intact. Hughes’s storytelling strategy is a risky one. The reader
might read the narrator’s nod at the reader as an invitation to
celebrate Eric Gynt’s actions, ‘Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Some ]

over the boy was,” and glance over a description of serene
music and sailor enjoyment.

In “The Young Glory of Him’, the reader follows a narrator
committed to Daisy’s innocence even as violence against
unnamed West African women and girls occurs around him.
Hughes pushes for a transatlantic frame of empire that extends
from the Nordic region to the U.S. and structures all power
relations, gender, race, ability and even the reader’s capacity to
grieve lives lost to violence. The narrator’s focus on Daisy
represents the hierarchies of life under the legacies of colo-
nialism. Grieving Daisy is to be attuned to the attachment
between whiteness and citizenship while the life of women and
girls boarding the freight ship from the harbour in Dakar are
passed over without pause, comment, or attention. Instead
they constitute the background noise through which the pas-
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sengers sit as they contemplate their assumed civilising bene-
volence:

The captain said, ‘Well you’re doing a good work.” The trader
agreed. Then the missionaries and the trader began a conversa-
tion concerning the necessity for more Christian Protestant
mission along the Congo in order to combat the spread of
Catholicism. I passed the bread pudding. The West Illana, the
ship in which we all lived, pushed slowly and solemnly through
the night.?®

Hughes’s portrayal of gendered violence on board the ship and
on land spells out the power relations between those with
access to money, the sailors, and the people on land whom the
sailors do exploit. As M’Baye has argued, Hughes’s writing
draws attention to how the brutality of global capitalism sus-
taining colonisation and dire poverty in the Global South
provided the platform for European men to enact continuous
sexual abuse in African countries.* But as Hughes elucidates,
gender breaks under the transatlantic slave trade. Only white
females, and here Nordic specifically, have the luxury of being
first girls, and then women, and having access to protection
afforded by both categories; the West African girls of which
Hughes writes, are putatively transformed into property as
soon as European men gaze upon them. Through fiction,
autobiography and critical analysis, Hughes illuminates the
technologies of European colonialism in which Daisy’s life is
the only one that the narrative warrants as being worthy of
grieving over.

Hughes would continue to describe how Anglo-American
companies continued the work of European colonialism
through international legal treaties, the exploitation of the
environment, labour, ‘produce and lives’, and the work of mis-

2 Langston Hughes, ‘The Young Glory of Him’, 10-16.
30 Babacar M’Baye, ‘Cosmopolitan Critiques of Colonial Abuse in Langston Hughes’s
African Travel Writings’, 8.
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sionaries in his later work. By forcing the reader to pay atten-
tion to the act of witnessing violence he offers a map of how
the legacies of colonialism materialise in a period after the
abolition of slavery. Indeed, the missionaries represented in
the short story receive a deeper analysis in his 1940 autobio-
graphy. There, Hughes describes the missionary as a central
agent of the colonial and capitalist enterprise: “The mission-
aries carried Bibles and hymnbooks. The captain carried
invoices and papers having to do with trade. We sailors carried
nothing but ourselves’?’ While the short story depicts the
events by pairing horror with laughter to reinforce that the
narrator is solely invested in protecting the white miss Daisy,
Hughes revisits these events in his autobiography and writes
directly about the horrors he witnessed:

We came to the docks where the great ships from the white
man’s land rested - an American boat, a Belgian tramp, an
English steamer. Tall, black sinister ships, high above water.
‘Their men’, say the natives, ‘their white strong men come to
take our palm oil and ivory, our ebony and mahogany, to buy
our women and bribe our chiefs [...] For a long time I could
not sleep.*

Ships, boats, tramps, steamers, palm oil and ivory, ebony and
mahogany, women and chiefs are the foundational resources
of global capitalism, a modern iteration of European colo-
nialism and the transatlantic slave trade at the dawn of the 20th
century.

Concluding Remarks

Langston Hughes’s deployment of the imaginary ‘Nordic’
reveals the expansive reach of authors who wrote about the
influence of Nordic colonialism in the early twentieth century.

*! Langston Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, 8 and 11.
32 Langston Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, 8 and 11.
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Hughes’s work, his poetry, fiction, autobiographical texts, and
analysis specifically offer us key insight for the study of the
legacies of Nordic colonialism and transatlantic solidarity for
abolition. It offers a blueprint for how to analyse the structure
of colonialism that goes beyond region, nation-state, or collec-
tives. His work is a testament to how Black U.S. based authors
analysed and mediated the historical impact of colonialism in
and through the region at the beginning of the century and
rejected the circulation of Nordic imagery as part of a
rebranding of whiteness.

In Hughes’s diverse writing we see a commitment not only
to document the reiteration of historical colonial structures
but to show how meaning about them materialises. His crea-
tive writing explores how literature and cultural institutions
are part of making justifications of structures of white supre-
macy palatable. He urges the reader to think of quotidian cul-
tural examples in transatlantic contexts and consider for exam-
ple how Nordic hair becomes embedded with value across the
Atlantic or how narrative focus instructs the reader to only find
Daisy’s life worth grieving, deepening what Judith Butler
identifies as the hierarchies of ‘grievable’ life which are dictated
by the ambitions of ‘political presents’ that need to be con-
tinuously abolished.” The freight ship that Hughes worked on,
and his characterisation of it based on that experience are a
materialisation of such political presents, a modern Middle
Passage, the handmaiden of the Global North’s economic sys-
tem, destroying everything and everyone it touches.

In his travel writing — both autobiography and fiction - he
uses different narrative approaches to mediate his critique of
the ongoing violence involved in European trade and com-
merce as a continuum of colonialism. In the autobiography, he
describes the heartbreak and horror of witnessing violence,
especially by freight ship workers against women in African

33 Judith Butler, The Force of Nonviolence: An Ethico-Political Bind, (Verso, 2021), 24
and 64.
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ports. However, in the short story he deploys distance and
irony to shock the reader. Reading these narrative strategies
together demonstrates the immense task of mediating the cru-
elty and quotidian violence of colonialism while simultane-
ously igniting the drive for abolition.

Hughes’s work offers a detailed critique of how global capi-
talism and the circulation between the United States and the
Nordic region of labourers, oil, natural resources, and
women’s bodies simultaneously dictated hierarchies of white-
ness and citizenship. Each element in Hughes’s short story,
‘The Young Glory of Him’, plays a vital part in making tangible
the veritable ‘Racial mountain’ in his essay, that is the legacy of
slavery, at a central moment in the development of United
States imperialism through the purchase of the Virgin Islands
and the passing of the Immigration Act of 1924, which merged
U.S. citizenship with Nordic imaginaries. The obsession with
Nordic hair represented in both texts speaks to the expansive
influence of eugenics on cultural and legal spheres as well as
bureaucratic documentation at the beginning of the twentieth
century. He places the Nordic region within the triangular
trade and situates the reader in specific locations from Copen-
hagen to New York, Havana, Dakar, and Congo. His writing
offers significant insight into the long arc of abolitionist prac-
tice against colonialism and transatlantic slavery across seem-
ingly distant histories and regions.
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